How Did The British Try To End The
Violence In Palestine In 1939? Did It
Work?

How Did The British Try To End The Violence In Palestine In 1939? Did It Work?

The year 1939 marked a pivotal point in the tumultuous history of Palestine, a land torn by
escalating violence between Jewish and Arab communities, compounded by British
colonial interests. Faced with intensifying unrest, the British government sought to
implement measures aimed at curbing violence and restoring order. Their efforts
culminated in a series of policy proposals, legislative changes, and diplomatic initiatives,
notably the 1939 White Paper. This article explores the tactics employed by the British to
quell the violence in Palestine during that year, examining the methods, motivations, and
ultimate effectiveness of their policies.

The Context of Violence in Palestine Before 1939

The Rise of Tensions and Conflicts

Before delving into the British response, it is essential to understand the background of
unrest in Palestine leading up to 1939:

e Jewish Immigration and Land Purchases: Increasing waves of Jewish immigrants,
driven by Zionist aspirations and fleeing European persecution, led to land

acquisitions and demographic shifts that alarmed Arab residents.

e Arab Opposition: Arab inhabitants opposed Jewish immigration and land policies,
fearing displacement and loss of sovereignty, leading to protests and violence.

¢ Violent Outbreaks: From 1920 onwards, violent clashes, including riots and guerrilla

attacks, periodically erupted, with notable incidents like the 1929 Arab riots and the
Arab revolt of 1936-1939.

The Arab Revolt (1936-1939)

The Arab revolt was a significant and sustained uprising characterized by:
e Widespread guerrilla warfare against British authorities and Jewish communities.
e Attacks on infrastructure, Jewish settlements, and British personnel.

e Heightened tensions that destabilized the region and challenged British authority.



British Policies and Initiatives in 1939

The Peel Commission and Its Recommendations

Although the Peel Commission was established earlier in 1936, its influence persisted into
1939:

e It recommended partitioning Palestine into separate Jewish and Arab states, with a
British-controlled zone.

e The proposal was rejected by Arab leaders but accepted by many Zionists, though
implementation was delayed.

The White Paper of 1939

The most significant policy shift in 1939 was the issuance of the White Paper, formally
titled “The White Paper on Palestine.” This document aimed to address the escalating
violence and political deadlock:

e Limitation of Jewish Immigration: The White Paper restricted Jewish immigration
to 75,000 over five years, with further immigration contingent upon Arab approval.

e Land Policy Restrictions: It limited land purchases by Jews, aiming to appease
Arab opposition.

¢ Promise of Independence: The document promised eventual independence for
Palestine, though no specific timeline was provided.

¢ End of the Mandate: It signaled a shift from supporting a Jewish national homeland
to a more balanced approach, emphasizing Arab concerns.

Security Measures and British Military Actions

In response to ongoing violence, Britain employed various security measures:

1. Deployment of additional British troops to maintain order and suppress insurgent
activities.

2. Arrest and detention of Arab and Jewish militants suspected of involvement in
violence.

3. Imposition of curfews and restrictions on movement and assembly.



4. Destruction of insurgent hideouts and sabotage of guerrilla operations.

Diplomatic Efforts and Attempts at Negotiation

While military and legislative measures were central, Britain also engaged in diplomatic
efforts:

e Attempted to facilitate negotiations between Arab leaders and Zionist
representatives.

e Worked to enforce the existing Mandate policies and quell extremist factions.

e Continued to advocate for British interests and stability in the region amid
international pressures.

Assessment of the Effectiveness of British
Strategies in 1939

Did the White Paper Succeed in Ending Violence?

The White Paper of 1939 was a controversial and ambitious attempt to curb violence, but
its immediate outcomes were mixed:

e Reduced Immigration: The restriction on Jewish immigration was largely effective
in halting or slowing the influx of Jewish refugees, especially as European
persecution intensified.

e Arab Discontent: The policy was deeply opposed by Arab leaders, who viewed it as
a betrayal of promises made and an injustice to Arab aspirations.

e Continued Violence: Despite restrictions, violence persisted, with Arab insurgents
continuing attacks and some Jewish groups engaging in clandestine efforts to
circumvent restrictions.

Limitations of Military and Security Measures

The British military efforts had varying degrees of success:

e Security forces managed to suppress some insurgent activities temporarily, but
insurgent groups adapted tactics, including underground operations and sabotage.



e Heavy-handed tactics, including arrests and demolitions, often fueled resentment
and tensions, sometimes exacerbating unrest.

Long-term Impact and Historical Evaluation

In retrospect, the British policies of 1939 achieved limited success in permanently ending
violence:

e The restriction of Jewish immigration frustrated Zionist ambitions, leading to
increased clandestine efforts to facilitate illegal immigration (Aliyah Bet).

e The Arab opposition deepened, with many Arabs feeling betrayed by British policies,
which contributed to ongoing unrest and the eventual escalation of conflict in the
following decades.

e The White Paper is often viewed as a failed attempt to balance conflicting national
aspirations, ultimately leading to further instability.

Conclusion: The Legacy of British Efforts in 1939

The British attempts in 1939 to quell violence in Palestine, primarily through the White
Paper and security measures, reflected a complex balancing act driven by geopolitical
pressures, diplomatic considerations, and local realities. While some measures temporarily
alleviated certain tensions—such as limiting Jewish immigration—these policies failed to
address the root causes of conflict or to foster lasting peace. The restrictions alienated
both Arabs and Jews, fueling further clandestine activities and deepening mistrust. The
period exemplifies the difficulties colonial powers faced in managing deeply entrenched
nationalistic conflicts, and the shortcomings of policies that sought to suppress violence
rather than resolve underlying grievances.

Ultimately, the British efforts in 1939 did not succeed in ending the violence in Palestine.
Instead, they contributed to the escalation of tensions, setting the stage for decades of
continued conflict that would eventually lead to the end of the British Mandate and the
complex, ongoing Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The failures and limitations of these policies
underscore the importance of understanding the deep-seated historical, national, and
ideological factors that fueled unrest, which mere legislative or military measures could
not resolve.

Frequently Asked Questions

What policies did Britain implement in 1939 to address



the violence in Palestine?

In 1939, Britain issued the White Paper which limited Jewish immigration and land
purchases, aiming to reduce tensions between Jews and Arabs and curb violence in
Palestine.

Did the White Paper of 1939 succeed in reducing
violence in Palestine?

The White Paper temporarily reduced some violence by restricting Jewish immigration,
but it was largely ineffective in ending ongoing clashes, and tensions continued to
escalate.

How did the British authorities attempt to suppress
violence during this period?

Britain used military force, including curfews, arrests, and military operations, to suppress
insurgent activities and riots in Palestine in 1939.

What was the impact of the 1939 White Paper on the
Jewish community in Palestine?

The White Paper angered many Jews, especially Zionists, as it limited their immigration
rights and was seen as a betrayal of their aspirations for a Jewish homeland.

Were diplomatic efforts made by Britain in 1939 to
resolve the conflict?

Britain attempted to mediate through policies like the White Paper and negotiations, but
the deep-rooted tensions and conflicting national aspirations hindered any lasting
resolution.

How did the outbreak of World War II in 1939 influence
British policies in Palestine?

The outbreak of WWII shifted British focus to the global conflict, leading to a temporary
pause in efforts to resolve local tensions and intensifying security measures in Palestine.

Why did Britain’s efforts to end violence in 1939 largely
fail?

Because of conflicting interests between Jews and Arabs, the restrictive policies of the
White Paper, and the broader geopolitical context of WWII, Britain’s measures failed to
establish lasting peace.



What were the long-term consequences of Britain’s
1939 policies in Palestine?

The policies contributed to increased tensions, further divisions, and set the stage for the
escalation of conflict leading up to the end of British mandate and the eventual
establishment of Israel.

Additional Resources
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The year 1939 marked a pivotal point in the tumultuous history of Palestine, with
escalating violence and political unrest threatening both British colonial interests and the
aspirations of Jewish and Arab populations. As tensions reached a boiling point, Britain
faced mounting pressure to restore order and formulate a policy that could bring stability
to the region. This article explores the strategies employed by the British government to
quell the violence in Palestine in 1939, evaluates their effectiveness, and considers the
broader implications for the future of the region.

Background: The Context Leading Up to 1939

Before delving into Britain’s specific efforts to stem violence, it’s crucial to understand the
complex backdrop of the period.

The Arab-Jewish Conflict

Since the early 20th century, Palestine had become a focal point of conflicting nationalist
aspirations. The Jewish community, inspired by Zionist ideals, sought a national homeland,
while Arab inhabitants aimed to maintain sovereignty over their land. Tensions intensified
with waves of Jewish immigration, especially following the Balfour Declaration of 1917,
which expressed British support for a Jewish homeland in Palestine.

The Arab Revolt (1936-1939)

Between 1936 and 1939, Palestine was embroiled in the Arab Revolt—a nationalist
uprising against British rule and Jewish immigration. The revolt was characterized by
guerrilla warfare, strikes, and violent attacks against British forces and Jewish
communities. British authorities responded with military force and harsh measures, but
the unrest persisted, revealing the deep-seated divisions and the difficulty of imposing
order.

The Peel Commission and the Need for Policy Shift

By 1937, British policymakers recognized that the existing approach was insufficient. The
Peel Commission’s report proposed partitioning Palestine into separate Jewish and Arab
states—a radical idea that reflected the increasing complexity of the conflict. However,
British efforts to mediate and control violence were still evolving, and the outbreak of



World War II in 1939 further complicated matters.

Britain’s Strategies to End the Violence in 1939

Faced with ongoing unrest and political pressure, Britain adopted a multi-pronged
approach to restore order in Palestine. These strategies included military measures,
legislative actions, diplomatic initiatives, and policy shifts aimed at balancing the
conflicting demands of Arabs and Jews.

1. Military and Security Measures
a. Deployment of Troops and Repressive Actions

The British military increased troop deployment to Palestine with the intent of suppressing
insurgent activities. Special units, such as the Palestine Police and military units,
conducted raids, arrests, and operations targeting suspected insurgents.

- Curfews and Martial Law: The British imposed curfews across towns and villages,
restricting movement and attempting to prevent attacks.

- Suppression of Rebellions: Military operations targeted rebel bases, weapons caches, and
key figures involved in the revolt.

- Use of Force: British forces employed aggressive tactics, including house-to-house
searches and collective punishments, to deter violence.

b. Limitations of Military Approach

While these measures temporarily reduced violence, they often fueled resentment among
the Arab population and failed to address underlying grievances. Moreover, excessive use
of force garnered international criticism and undermined Britain’s moral authority.

2. Legislative and Administrative Actions
a. The White Paper of 1939

In response to the escalating violence and political deadlock, Britain issued the White
Paper of 1939, a significant policy document that marked a turning point in British
Palestine policy.

- Main Provisions:

- Limit Jewish Immigration: The White Paper limited Jewish immigration to 75,000 over
the next five years, effectively halting large-scale Jewish influxes.

- Restriction on Land Purchases: It restricted Jewish land acquisitions, aiming to appease
Arab opposition.

- Establishment of an Independent Palestine: The document promised that Palestine would
eventually become an independent state within ten years, governed by a representative
government.

b. Aimed at Balancing Conflicting Demands



The White Paper was an attempt to appease Arab grievances and curb violence by
restricting Jewish expansion. However, it was deeply opposed by Zionists who viewed it as
a betrayal of the Balfour Declaration and their aspirations for a Jewish homeland.

3. Diplomatic Efforts and Engagements
a. Attempts at Negotiation

Britain engaged in diplomatic efforts to mediate between Arab and Jewish leaders,
encouraging dialogue and seeking compromises.

- The Peel Commission's Recommendations: The 1937 report called for partition, but its
rejection by Arab leaders limited its success.

- The MacDonald White Paper Negotiations: Britain sought to placate Arab opposition
while managing Jewish ambitions, but negotiations often failed due to incompatible
demands.

b. International and Colonial Diplomacy

The British government also sought to garner support from other colonial powers and
international organizations, though with limited success, given the conflicting interests
involved.

Did Britain’s Efforts Work in 19397

Assessing the effectiveness of Britain’s strategies in 1939 reveals a mixed picture. While
some immediate gains in security were achieved, the broader goals of peace and stability
remained elusive.

Short-Term Impact

- Temporary Reduction in Violence: Military crackdowns and curfews did lead to a
temporary decline in insurgent attacks, giving the British authorities a respite.

- Implementation of the White Paper: The limitations on Jewish immigration and land
purchases created a sense of restraint, but also intensified tensions, especially among
Zionists who saw it as a capitulation.

Long-Term Consequences

- Resentment and Resentment: The harsh measures and restrictive policies deepened
mistrust among both Arabs and Jews. Arabs felt betrayed by Britain’s perceived favoritism
toward Zionists, while Jews felt abandoned by the White Paper’s restrictions.

- Escalation of Tensions: Violence did not cease; instead, it evolved, with some Jewish
groups increasingly turning toward clandestine means and militant actions like the Irgun
and Lehi, willing to challenge British authority.

- Failure to Achieve Lasting Peace: Ultimately, Britain’s policies failed to create a
sustainable peace in Palestine. The restrictions and military measures did not address the
core issues of national aspirations, land rights, and political sovereignty.



Broader Reflections: Was There a Clear Success?

While Britain’s efforts in 1939 temporarily subdued some violence, they largely failed to
resolve the underlying conflicts. The White Paper, in particular, proved to be a contentious
and divisive document, highlighting Britain’s struggle to balance competing demands.

- Short-term success: Suppression of immediate violence and maintenance of order.
- Long-term failure: Failure to foster genuine peace, increased hostility, and the eventual
unraveling of British authority in Palestine.

The policies of 1939 demonstrated the limitations of colonial powers attempting to
manage deeply rooted nationalist conflicts through military and legislative means alone.
The failure to find a lasting solution in that year contributed to the ongoing turmoil that
would eventually lead to the end of British Mandate and the eventual establishment of
Israel and subsequent Arab-Israeli conflicts.

Conclusion

Britain’s efforts to end violence in Palestine in 1939 exemplify a complex mix of military
repression, legislative restrictions, and diplomatic attempts that ultimately fell short of
achieving lasting peace. Despite some immediate security gains, the deep-seated
grievances and competing nationalist ambitions persisted, setting the stage for continued
conflict. The policies of 1939 highlight the challenges colonial powers faced in mediating
in conflicts rooted in national identity and sovereignty, a lesson that remains relevant in
understanding the enduring complexities of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict today.
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